Alveolar epithelial clearance of protein.
Substantial progress has been made in understanding the rate, the pathways, and the mechanisms regulating alveolar protein removal from the uninjured lung. Whole animal studies and cellular studies have demonstrated that the majority of alveolar epithelial protein clearance occurs by passive nondegradative diffusional pathways. Some evidence, however, has been recently presented that alveolar epithelial cells express an albumin-binding receptor as well as a polymeric immunoglobulin receptor, both of which might be important for alveolar epithelial clearance of protein. However, the contribution of these receptors requires further studies. Little is known about alveolar clearance of protein during pathological conditions; further studies are required to determine the roles of the different cell types in the lung for removal of protein from the alveolar spaces of the lung. Alveolar macrophages are likely to play an important role in the degradation and removal of insoluble protein from the distal air spaces after acute lung injury. In conclusion, the present data suggest that most proteins and peptides deposited on the epithelial surfaces in the distal air spaces are cleared as intact molecules, predominantly via paracellular routes. The contribution of pinocytic processes appear to be of minor importance for translocation of bulk quantities of proteins or peptides across the alveolar epithelium.